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DECEMBER 17

ST OLYMPIAS, WIDOW
(ABOUT THE YEAR 410)

[From St Chrysostom's seventeen letters to her; Palladius in his life; another Palladius m
Lausiac. c. 43 ; Sozom. lib. viii. c. 2 ; Leo Imp. in Encomio St Joan. Chrysostomi. See
Tillemont, t. xi. p. 416.]

ST OLYMPIAS, the glory of the widows in the Eastern church, was a lady
of illustrious descent and a plentiful fortune. She was born about the
year 368, and left an orphan under the care of Procopius, who seems to
have been her uncle; but it was her greatest happiness that she was brought
up under the care of Theodosia, sister to St Amphilochius, a most virtuous
and prudent woman, whom St Gregory Nazianzen called a perfect pattern
of piety, in whose life the tender virgin saw as in a glass the practice of
all virtues, and it was her study faithfully to transcribe them into the copy
of her own life. From this example which was placed before her eyes
she raised herself more easily to contemplate and to endeavour to imitate
Christ, who in all virtues is the divine original which every Christian is
bound to act after. Olympias, besides her birth and fortune, was, moreover,
possessed of all the qualifications of mind and body which engage affection
and respect. She was very young when she married Nebridius, treasurer
of the Emperor Theodosius the Great, and who was for some time prefect
of Constantinople; but he died within twenty days after his marriage.

Our saint was addressed by several of the most considerable men of
the court, and Theodosius was very pressing with her to accept for her
husband Elpidius, a Spaniard, and his near relation. She modestly declared
her resolution of remaining single the rest of her days; the emperor con-
tinued to urge the affair, and after several decisive answers of toe holy
widow, put her whole fortune in the hands of the prefect of Constantinople
with orders to act as her guardian till she was thirty years old. At the
instigation of the disappointed lover, the prefect hindered her from seeing
the bishops or going to church, hoping thus to tire her into a compliance.
She told the emperor that she was obliged to own his goodness in easing
her of her heavy burden of managing and disposing of her own money;
and that the favour would be complete if he would order her whole fortune
to be divided between the poor and the church. Theodosius, struck with
her heroic virtue, made a further inquiry into her manner of living, and
conceiving an exalted idea of her piety, restored to her the administration
of her estate in 391. The use which she made of it was to consecrate
the revenues to the purposes which religion and virtue prescribe. By her
state of widowhood, according to the admonition of the apostle, she looked
upon herself as exempted even from what the support of her rank seemed
to require in the world, and she rejoiced that die slavery of vanity and